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Abstract
 This article attempts to illustrate South Korea’s bilateral partnership in higher education 
with the U.S. and Japan. First, it sets two important and relevant contexts for the study, 
which are post-colonialism and neoliberalism. The post-colonial context is especially 
relevant as both the U.S and Japan played a significant role in the development of Korean 
contemporary education during its very short but influential occupation. Meanwhile, the 
neoliberal approaches adopted in late 1990s led to aggressive internationalization policies 
and efforts to promote building of a world-class university, which represented the driving 
force behind growing international cooperation in higher education. 
 This case study considered two South Korean universities, and employed a mixed 
methodology that utilizes internationalization and the promotion of world-class university 
activities as analytical tools. It first assesses current bilateral relationships using various 
statistical datasets. Then, in-depth interviews are conducted with the universities’ 
stakeholders to corroborate the quantitative data.
 The findings revealed that South Korea’s partnerships with American and Japanese 
higher education each followed different paths. The Korean academic system continued 
to exhibit dependency as Korea resorted to the U.S. for faculty training and enhancing 
research activities. The interview data also illustrated that U.S hegemony remained prevalent 
in Korean academe. In contrast, despite the post-colonial atmosphere, the relationship 
between Korea and Japan notably shifted. Both quantitative and qualitative data indicated 
that Korea perceived and engaged in horizontal partnerships with Japan, which benefited 
both countries mutually. Furthermore, Korea recognized Japan as an important partner not 
only in making Korea competitive, but also doing the same for East Asia as regional leaders.  
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1. INTRODUCTION
 The landscape of global higher education has changed significantly since neoliberal economic 
globalization began in the 1990s. As the General Agreement of Trade and Services (GATS)1 was 
signed in 1995 and included education as a service sector, higher education institutions (HEI) 
around the world were under substantial pressure to internationalize and increase their global 
competitiveness. The rise of the knowledge economy2 contributed to this pressure as well. 
Universities were required to produce knowledge and cutting-edge technologies to support the 
nation’s economy, and South Korea was no exception. In response to the GATS, Korean higher 
education’s policy focus largely shifted to 1) promotion of internationalization and 2) establishing its 
own world-class universities.
Source: Created by author based on Knight (2009); Altbach (2006)
Fig 1.1 Conceptualization of higher education in the context of 
neoliberalism and globalization
 It has been nearly two decades since these policy goals were implemented and, during the 
process, key partner regions and countries have emerged, such as, the U.S. and Japan. Both have 
close ties with Korean higher education historically as they played critical parts in the development 
of contemporary Korean higher education. Japan colonized Korea between 1910-1945 and, at the 
end of WWII, Korea fell under U.S. Army Military Government control from 1945 to 1948. Although 
the U.S. ruled Korea for a very short period, its influence on Korean HEI was substantial and since 
then, the U.S. has always served as the academic metropolis. In contrast, Japanese legacies were 
essentially eliminated during the U.S Army Military Government in Korea (USAMGIK) period, 
but traces remain in HEI such as the admission procedures. Against this historical backdrop, this 
1 The GATS is a set of multilateral rules covering international trade in service, which went into effect in 1995, after 
negotiation in Uruguay. Education was also included in GATS with five categories; primary, secondary and higher 
education, adult education and others (Knight 2002).
2 The knowledge economy is directly-based on the production, distribution and use of knowledge and information (OECD 
1996). Meanwhile, universities are seen as one of the key components of the knowledge economy as are thus responsible 
for knowledge production and training of scientists, as well collaborating with industry in the transfer of knowledge and 
technology (Olssen & Peters 2007).
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article attempts to illustrate how the bilateral relationships of HEIs of Japan and the U.S. with South 
Korea have transformed, based largely on the proliferation of neoliberalism and globalization. 
Furthermore, it aims to investigate the significance the two countries have on today’s South 
Korean higher education. The study takes two Korean HEIs as case universities, and utilizes mixed 
methodology with statistical analyses and in-depth interviews with institutional stakeholders. 
2. SETTING THE CONTEXT: SOUTH KOREAN HIGHER EDUCATION 
 There are two relevant contexts in this study that must be examined: post-colonialism and 
neoliberalism. The two contexts have had considerable influence on the bilateral cooperation 
between Korea and the two foreign countries.  
2.1 Historical Context: Mixed Roots
 Historical contexts are relevant here as Korea’s experience with colonialism had a major influence 
on the development of Korean contemporary education. South Korea’s higher education system is 
a robust example of an Asian university with mixed roots featuring tremendous Western influences 
(Altbach 1989). Specifically in this case, Western models were introduced through the U.S. and 
Japan during the colonial periods. 
American Liberal Arts Colleges 
 The first Western HEI model brought to Korea by American missionaries (upon signing the 
Korea-U.S. treaty of 1882) was the American liberal arts college. The work of missionaries had various 
effects on the development of Korean higher education (J. Lee 2000: 103). Several highlights of these 
influences include recognition of the importance of Western practical and scientific knowledge, and 
rational thought, such as Christian humanism, Puritanism, egalitarianism, democratism, utilitarianism, 
and pragmatism.
Japanese Annexation and Imperial University 
 In 1910, Korea was forcibly annexed by Japan. During the subsequent colonial period, Japan 
imposed its own educational model, which was based on the Humboldt model of the German 
university (J. Lee 2000; Kim & Nam 2007). Although the Japanese government claimed that it 
transplanted3 the high-quality Japanese imperial model (The Government-General of Choson 1935: 
486), with Keijo Imperial University established in the capital in 1942, it actually resembled a form 
of a liberal arts college rather than a scientific research institute?like other imperial universities in 
Japan (J. Lee 2000). Thus, it was criticized as having the sole goal of assimilating and fostering pro-
Japanese elites in Korea as faithful Japanese puppets (S.H.Lee 1997; J. Lee 2000). In contrast, certain 
3 The term transplant of universities was first used by Ashby, a botanist and a education researcher. He explained the he 
chose the word transplant as “when universities are exported, the universities needed modification to suit the [local] 
climate (1966, p224).”
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scholars have argued that the Japanese had a positive influence, as they laid a solid foundation for 
training human resources required for industrialization (Lee 2005). 
U.S. Army Military Government in Korea (USAMGIK) 
 Upon gaining independence from Japan, Koreans attempted to remove Japanese vestiges from their 
system by adopting predominantly American ideas and practices. This was possible through heavy 
financial and technical assistance from the U.S., which was accompanied by personnel training and 
policy recommendations 4 (S.H. Lee, 1989, 1997, 2006; J. Lee 2000). To date, the academic structure of 
contemporary South Korean higher education is patterned on the American model. On the other hand, 
the USAMGIK was also criticized in that its assistance in rebuilding South Korean education was 
thought to be potentially motivated by U.S. imperialism5, which proliferated across the globe following 
WWII (S.H. Lee, 1997). As evidence of this fact, it was cited that the U.S. implemented its educational 
policies in South Korea without any consideration of the traditional Korean modes of education. More 
support was seen in the significant number of Korean educators and students studying in the U.S. 
through the U.S. government’s scholarship programs. The U.S. was thought to utilize recruitment of 
international students as a means to maintain U.S. imperialism (Kramer 2000), which was observed 
in case of South Korea as well. The U.S. expected those who studied in the U.S. to foster the ideals 
of American-style democracy in educational theory and practice it upon their return (S.H. Lee 1989: 
89). Thus, South Korean HEI continued its strong ties with the American (or metropolitan) academic 
system and thus intensely mimicked Western academic orientations and practices (Altbach 1989). 
2.2 Neoliberalism: The Driving Force 
 Neoliberalism sets an important context for this study. The neoliberal approach adopted in the 
late 1990s led to aggressive internationalization policies and efforts to promote the building of world-
class universities, a driving force behind growing international cooperation in higher education. 
Neoliberalism and Higher Education
 According to Harvey, neoliberalism can be defined as “a theory of political economic practices 
that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial 
freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property 
rights, free markets and free trade” (2007: 2). Starting in the 1980s, neoliberalism became a 
dominant ideology in regulating policy frameworks in education, which led to a fundamental shift 
in the definition of HEI and justification of their existence (Olssen & Peters 2005; Moon 2014). In 
the case of Korea, the neoliberal approach was largely adopted in response to the GATS in 1995 and 
4 The assistance was received from the US Government Aid and Relief in Occupied Areas (GARIOA) and Economic 
Cooperation Administration (ECA), which is a predecessor of Foreign Operations Administration (FOA).
5 Said (1993) defined imperialism as ‘the practice, theory, and the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan center ruling in a 
distant territory’ (p. 8). 
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the financial crisis of 1997. Consequently, transformation took place very quickly and the two most 
distinct dimensions of South Korean higher education emerged internationalization and the pursuit 
of establishing world-class universities.  
Policy Directions: Internationalization and Promotion of World-Class Universities
 The first dimension, internationalization, is defined as the process of integrating international, 
intercultural or global dimensions into the purpose, functions, and delivery of post-secondary 
education (Knight 1994: 7). Furthermore, it includes specific policies and programs of governments, 
academic systems, and institutions that deal with globalization (Altbach 2006: 123). South Korea 
implemented the open-door policy in 1996 and since then, aggressive policies, like Study Korea 
and CAMPUS Asia were implemented to expedite the internationalization process. In the same 
year, a major education reform took place the May 31 Reform among the goals of which were the 
diversification and specialization of HEI to achieve research excellence and internationalization. In 
2002, operating foreign educational services in South Korea was permitted and, in 2004, the Study 
Korea project was introduced along with various government scholarships to attract a diverse body 
of international students and scholars.
 Another dimension added to recent policy decisions was the building of a world-class university. 
The concept of world-class universities has gained popularity very rapidly over the last number 
of  few years. The characteristics of world-class universities include a wealth of human resources6, 
adequate resources for academic excellence in research and international presence (Niland 2000; 
Altbach 2004; Khoon, et al 2005; Salmi 2009). Lo (2011) argues that the world-class universities 
movement in East Asian higher education can be viewed as a modernization coupled with 
westernization and colonization congruent with development. South Korea’s government has 
ambitiously launched projects to build its own world-class universities such as BK 21 (1998). In 
2009, the World-Class University Project was implemented, which clearly states that one of its 
objectives was to move South Korea from the academic periphery to the academic core. In 2013, 
the BK 21 and World-Class University Project were merged into BK PLUS (Program for Leading 
Universities and Students). As a result of these efforts, South Korea made significant progress in the 
Global University Rankings (GUR)7. For example, Korea’s average ranking on QS8 went from 377 to 
263 between 2007 and 2016 with at least five more universities appearing in the top 500 universities. 
 Assertive world-class university policies, strategies, and initiatives are being implemented around 
6 Salmi explains that the presence of a critical mass of top students and outstanding faculty is a requirement for world-class 
universities (Salmi 2007).
7 It must be noted that rankings are currently most widely used in proxy which allows for quantification of world-class 
universities. However, there is little evidence that rankings truly reflect each universities’ world-class university status.
8 QS, a business firm specialized in higher education, has been ranking universities around the world since 2004. It 
collaborated with Time Higher Education Supplement until 2009 but now the two media publish their own rankings. Its 
objective indicators are a little different from SJTU it includes academic peer review, recruiter review, the faculty to student 
ratio, publications per faculty and an international dimension (QS Website www.topuniversities.com).
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the world, exemplified by Germany’s Excellence Initiative, China’s Project 211 and Japan’s Super 
Global University. Yet, much critique regarding world-class university remains as the concept lacks 
a clear definition and is believed to disregard the different purposes of the HEI (Deem, et al 2008; 
Lo 2011). For instance, teaching universities are almost always neglected in discussions of world-
class universities. Furthermore, building of a world-class university requires considerable financial 
resources and infrastructure putting universities in developing countries at a huge disadvantage. 
Thus, world-class universities are often viewed as exacerbating academic imperialism and 
dependency of the periphery on the core (Lo 2011). 
3. RESEARCH DESIGN 
3.1 Theoretical Framework  
 Academic dependency laid the basic theoretical framework for this study. It is defined as the core-
periphery relationship in the educational system. The intellectual cores, mainly referring to Anglo-
American universities, give directions, provide models and produce research, while peripheries 
copy developments from the core (Altbach 1998). More importantly, the core has control over the 
means for, and resources behind knowledge production. Five elements have been identified that 
the center-periphery platform is based on: 1) the modern university as a Western tradition; 2) the 
dominance of English; 3) the uneven allocation of research capacity; 4) the control over the means 
of knowledge communication; and 5) brain drain. Deem, Mok and Lucas (2008) have contended 
that this inequality is exacerbated by globalization, which caused a convergence trend in higher 
education, resulting in reproducing and copying core countries. 
 Among the peripheries, the East Asian countries in particular have been strongly influenced by 
Anglo-American standards and ideologies (Deem, Mok & Lucas 2008) and they continue to depend 
on Western capital and knowledge despite the progress made through participation in the global 
economy (O’Hearn 1999, cited in Lo 2011). South Korea is a typical example of this trend. However, 
through the promotion of world-class universities and internationalization activities, it is attempting 
to become a ‘center in the periphery’ (Altbach & Belan 2007). 
3.2 Analytical Components 
 In order to assess the bilateral relationship between Korea and the two foreign countries, the U.S. 
and Japan, internationalization and promotion of world-class university activities have been explored. 
Not only are these the major policy directions of Korean higher education, but they are useful 
for assessing the relationship between Korea and partner countries’ HE from the core-periphery 
perspective. Internationalization activities can be categorized into vertical and horizontal. The vertical 
relationships signify the typical core-periphery relationships while those of the horizontal sort 
demonstrate mutual benefit and partnership relationships (Knight 2005). The promotion of world-class 
universities was assessed by investigating the perception and desired partners of the stakeholders. 
Furthermore, which image the universities are transforming themselves will be evaluated. 
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3.3 Case Universities 
 The study selected two private four-year comprehensive universities located in Seoul: Kyung 
Hee University (KHU) and Hanyang University (HYU). These two schools have employed very 
aggressive policies and programs to increase internationalization with a clear institutional goal of 
becoming world-class universities. As a result, these universities have climbed the QS university 
rankings by more than 200 spots over the course of nine years (2005-2013), which were the key 
motivations for choosing them as cases.
3.4 Methodology and Analytical Framework
 Within the internationalization dimension, various statistical datasets were selected and included 
based on previous literature (Harari 1989; Norfleet & Wilcox 1992; Francis 1993; Knight 2004), 
which are categorized into academic mobility and research cooperation. There are two different 
types of academic mobility, namely vertical and horizontal. Vertical mobility includes degree-seeking 
students. It is also known as diploma mobility. In contrast, horizontal mobility refers to students 
who choose to study abroad over the short-term to receive credits (USMU 2010).  For faculty, the 
institution of their final degree attainment was analyzed. The author collected and compiled the data 
from the homepages of each faculty member on their university website. For students, inbound 
and outbound exchange and language programs of the universities were included. The data were 
available from the Korean Council for University Education (KCUE) (www.academyinfo.go.kr).
 For research cooperation, co-authorship data were collected from the SCOPUS citation database, 
which is operated by Elsevier. It claims that it offers the largest and most comprehensive overview 
of the world’s research output in the fields of science, technology, medicine, social sciences, and 
arts and humanities. The advanced search function9 was utilized to locate all publications that 
included at least one author affiliated with Korean institutions. The data were then analyzed by year 
9 The query used in the advance search of SCOPUS is as follows: For KHU= AFFILORG ((AF-ID (“Kyung Hee University” 
60001873) OR AF-ID (“Kyung Hee Medical Center” 60025071) OR AF-ID (“Kyung Hee University KHU, College of 
Medicine” 60028708))
 For HYU Hanyang= AFFILORG (AF-ID (“Hanyang University” 60001873) OR AF-ID (“Kyung Hee Medical Center” 
60025071) OR AF-ID (Hanyang University, College of Medicine” 60028708))
Table 3.1 Analytical framework
QUANTITATIVE QUALITATIVE
Methodology Statistical Analyses In-Depth Interviews
Analytical 
Components
Academics
Academic Mobility
- Faculty Training 
- Exchange Programs (Horizontal) 
- Degree Seeking (Vertical)
- Perceptions 
- Partnerships
Research Co-Authorship
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between 1995 and 2015 and by the affiliation of the co-authors.  
4. FINDINGS
4.1 Quantitative 
4.1.1 Academic Mobility 
Faculty Training 
 The number of faculty members who attained their Ph.D. degrees indicated that professors with 
overseas degrees outnumbered domestic degree-holders. The percentage of overseas degrees 
was 53.8% and 71.46% for KHU and HYU, respectively. When the overseas degrees were broken 
down by countries the qualitative data is based on in-depth interviews. The interviewees were 
selected using snowball purposive sampling. A total of 58 stakeholders of the case universities were 
interviewed which included institutional leaders, faculty members and administrators - all Koreans. 
The interviews were semi-structured and conducted at the case universities between 2014 and 
2015. As world-class universities are often synonymously described with a research universities, 
interviewees? responses during the interview was largely focused on the advancement of research 
capacity. When the overseas degrees were broken down by countries, U.S. degrees were dominant 
at 42.15% for KHU and 56.08% for HYU. Following the U.S. were Japanese and German degrees, but 
the figure was not comparable to the U.S. as both countries had less than five percent. 
 The national data indicated that 60.4% of overseas degrees were from the U.S., suggesting a strong 
dependency on the U.S. for Ph.D. training. The second most popular destination in the national data 
was also Japan. The data for toptier universities in South Korea had a far larger number of U.S.-trained 
professors. POSTECH, the most prestigious science and technology institution, reportedly recruited 
93.3% of their faculty members from the U.S. graduates (Kim 2008: 559). 
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Fig 4.1 Highest degree attained by faculty members at case universities 
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 However, the preference for U.S. degrees is slowly diminished. As depicted in figure 4.4, when 
overseas PhD holders were divided into age groups, it is easily observed that the share of U.S. degrees 
is decreased. For those in their fifties, as much as 71.8% of total overseas Ph.Ds were from the U.S. 
However, for those in their thirties, that share was reduced to 48.3%. The percentage of professors trained 
in Japan does not have a clear tendency, but for the age group of 35-39, the share of Japanese trained 
Ph.D. holders has drastically declined, conceding the lead to Germany and the U.K. for the first time.
 In the situation of KHU, it started the International Scholar/Eminent Scholar (IS/ES) program 
in 2007, which invites reputable scholars from around the world to the university to increase 
institutional competitiveness. This program indicated that about 70% of the invited scholars were 
affiliated with American universities (data compiled by author). The national World Class University 
Project, which also invites leading scholars such as Nobel Laureates, also exhibited a preference for 
U.S. scholars as over 40% of the invitees were Americans (NRF, 2013).
Student Mobility 
 The analyses of exchange students trending between Korea - U.S. and Korea-Japan are presented 
in figure 4.3. Exchange programs are operated based on mutual consent between individual 
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Korea- U.S. Korea- Japan
9998
universities, and it typically represents a horizontal relationship between them. In the case of KHU, 
the exchange program with the U.S. was suggestive of a severe imbalance. There is a large number 
of Korean students choosing the U.S. as their destination for exchange programs, but not vice versa 
(i.e., a much lower rate). Meanwhile, the exchange program rate with Japan is relatively even. For 
HYU, the exchange program data were, unfortunately, not available. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Degree- seeking inbound and outbound students to/from the U.S. and Japan are illustrated in 
figure 4.5. The number of South Korean students studying in the U.S. is far greater than otherwise, 
while American students in Korea are minimal. This creates a significant imbalance, leading to a 
major trade deficit for Korea. Meanwhile, the trend is similar for Korea-Japan, but the imbalance is 
not as severe as it is for Korea-U.S.  
4.1.2 Research Cooperation 
 Figure 4.5 portrays the trend of co-authored publications between South Korean and foreign 
scholars. Between 1995 and 2015, the total publication output has increased by eight-fold. Also, 
the nationalities of partner scholars diversified greatly. For instance, in 1995, Korean scholars co-
published papers only with U.S., Japan, and a few selected European countries such as France and 
Germany. Today, Korean scholars are co-publishing with scholars from over 100 countries. 
 However, the total share of co-authored publications between Korea and the U.S., as well as Korea 
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Fig 4.4 Degree Seeking Inbound and Outbound Students (National)
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and Japan, continues without significant change. The U.S. is the predominant partner in research, 
indicating that it still is a large player in the research activities of Korea academe. Japan, meanwhile 
was the second largest partner until 2013, when co-publications with China surpassed Japan. With 
this, papers that are written without any co-publication with foreigners is continuing to decrease. 
This is in line with national policy, which has been to promote research collaboration with foreign 
scholars through BK21 and World-Class University Project. 
4.2 Qualitative 
 The quantitative data examined the trends of bilateral cooperation at HEI. The qualitative data 
answered questions on how South Korean universities perceive the U.S. and Japan as partners, and 
the significance they place on Korean higher education. The interview data are summarized into 
research partnerships and internationalization activities for the U.S. and Japan. 
4.2.1 U.S.-Korea
 The interviews with the stakeholders further confirmed the American hegemony in academics 
as well as South Korea’s dependency on the U.S. For instance, more than half of the interviewees 
(60%) equated world-class universities with top American universities and 58% of faculty members 
and institutional leaders identified the U.S. as the most important research partner in increasing 
institutional competitiveness. 
 One interviewee explained that in “Korea academics do not have their own academic culture or 
system which provides a platform to work with. Thus, Korean academics continue to depend on the 
U.S.” (Faculty HYU16). Furthermore, another interviewee noted that the U.S. continues to be the 
most important partner as their research is the most influential and competitive in the world (Faculty 
KHU1). Use of English, America’s multiculturalism, and, most importantly the greater possibilities 
of having their research published, were the main reasons behind choosing the U.S. as the most 
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desired partner in research. 
 However, interviews also indicated Korea’s decreasing dependency on the U.S. An interviewee 
described that “In the past South Korean academe only looked to the U.S.. However, today, 
globalization and diversification of trade partners have permitted students and scholars to look 
beyond America. They are seeing opportunities in other countries” (Administrator KHU1). 
Another interviewee offered that decreasing the number of faculty trained in the U.S. is evidence 
of decreasing dependency. Recently, in a recruitment of faculty, they found several cases where 
“South Korean-educated candidates were hired over U.S.-trained ones as they had more academic 
publications?which is a major criterion when hiring” (Faculty KHU4). The interviewee added that 
it also shows Korean degrees are gaining competitiveness. 
 The decline of American academic hegemony is not only observed in South Korea but globally 
according to the interviews. 55% of the interviewed faculty and institutional leaders expressed that the 
academic hegemony may shift to other countries based on: 1) the American academics community 
being encroached by foreign scholars and that in the long-term their academic hegemony is at risk 
if those foreign scholars return to their home countries; and 2) many traditionally non-core countries 
are emerging in different disciplines. A faculty member elaborated: 
Faculty KHU4: Although American hegemony continues in academe today, 
in about 20 years, we may expect it to shift to China. The largest number of 
academic publication still comes from the U.S., but China follows closely. In 
terms of patents, China has already surpassed the U.S. 
 In contrast to world-class university dimensions, the significance of having the U.S. as a partner 
was found to be drastically lower in internationalization dimensions. The interviewees explained that 
the substantial imbalance in exchange programs lowers the sustainability of the partnership. Another 
major factor behind the diminishing importance of the U.S. is the growing presence of Asian partners. 
As elaborated upon in the previous section, many of the academic exchanges with the U.S. have been 
replaced by other Asian partners. One interviewee supplied an example: “The major pull factors of the U.S. 
for students and scholars was the opportunity to learn English, but other Asian destinations have arose 
that offer English classes, such as Singapore and the Philippines” (Administrator KHU1).
4.2.2 Japan-Korea
 In contrast to the U.S., only a limited number of interviewees chose Japan as a key partner in 
research. Despite the fact that many respondents commended Japan’s high quality research, just 
a few selected Japan as a potential research partner because of issues that included the language 
barrier. For instance, one of the interviewee pointed out that much of Japanese research is 
published in Japanese, making it difficult to read or cite.
 However, the necessity to collaborate with Japan was indeed highlighted. According to one 
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interviewee: “It is necessary for Korea and Japan to cooperate to increase the visibility of Asian 
higher education’s in the world” (Administrator HYU7).
Another interviewee corroborated:
Faculty KHU1: It is necessary for China, Japan and Korea to collaborate in 
academics. As leaders [of the region], trilateral cooperation is essential for 
the development of East Asian higher education. For example, the research 
foundations of the three countries can together establish joint academic journals 
and review committees to foster research cooperation.  
 In contrast, partnership with Japan was deemed to be significant in internationalization. In fact, 
there was an interviewee that revealed that bilateral activities with Japan have continued to be 
expanded and diversified, signaling that Japan and Korea’s partnership was beneficial for both parties.
Administrator KHU08: Although, it is not possible to choose one strategic 
partner as internationalization of an institution requires multilateral cooperation, 
the exchange with Japan has been growing steadily and Japan has been our 
key partner. 10 years ago, there was only a 1:1 exchange program that existed 
between the two countries, but today, the exchanges have expanded to various 
short-term language and cultural programs.  Furthermore, the sustainability of 
these programs with Japan is one of the highest within the program portfolio.
5. DISCUSSION 
 Through examination of various statistical datasets and in-depth interviews, this study attempted 
to determine the bilateral relationships in higher education between South Korea and the U.S. as 
well as Korea and Japan. The findings indicated that the case universities had close ties with both 
countries, but the nature and trends varied. While the partnership with the U.S. was underscored 
in research or promotion of world-class university activities, the partnership with Japan was more 
focused on internationalization dimensions. 
 The work presented uncovered that the U.S. had a substantial significance on South Korea’s efforts 
to increase institutional competitiveness. First, to acquire wealth of human resources, Korean HEI 
recruited professors that attained degrees from overseas, in particular the U.S. This dependency on 
the U.S. for faculty training, however, has persisted since the end of WWII and, as Lee explains, it has 
incubated Western influence in South Korean higher education (1989: 108). Secondly, to increase 
research competitiveness, partnerships with foreign scholars were promoted at both the national 
and institutional levels. The results shows that this research partnership was largely concentrated 
with the U.S., as reflected in the greatest share of co-publications. The qualitative data further 
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supported this finding as South Korean researchers perceived the U.S. as their most important 
partner. However, the interviews also suggested that the dependency of Korean academe on the 
U.S. is thought to be declining as evidenced by the decreasing trend of U.S.-trained faculty and 
diversification of foreign partners. 
 Meanwhile, in the situation of Japan, there were discrepancies in the statistical data and the 
interviews. While interviewees testified that the partnership with Japan was limited and somewhat 
undesirable, co-authored publication statistics demonstrated that Japan remained as the second 
biggest partner in research, until China recently took that spot (in 2013). 
 The significance of the U.S. in internationalization activities was lower, while Japan was accorded 
one of the most active partners. The academic mobility with the U.S. was dominant in vertical or 
degree-seeking mobility, though horizontal academic mobility between the U.S. and Korea was 
observed to be rather insignificant as a consequence of the imbalance of inbound and outbound 
students. As university management and students sought alternatives to the U.S., Asian countries 
have clearly surfaced as key partners. With this expanded partnerships, cooperation between Korea 
and Japan also gained importance based on their status as regional leaders. 
6. CONCLUSION
 South Korea was subject to post-colonialism at the hands of both the U.S. and Japan and its higher 
education was heavily influenced by each country. However, as neoliberalism and globalization 
proliferated, their relationships with Korean higher education followed different paths. Although, 
the degree of its dependency is declining, Korea and U.S. have continued to exhibit a core-periphery 
relationship. Meanwhile, Korea and Japan have developed a horizontal partnership that mutually 
benefits both countries, evidenced by the active and balanced exchange programs. Japan was also 
recognized as an important partner for not only making Korea competitive, but also doing the same 
for East Asia as regional leaders.  
 East Asian higher education is quickly increasing its visibility in the global higher education 
system. During this process, regional cooperation and harmonization quickly gained importance 
and Southeast Asia has responded with enthusiasm and made a notable progress. Korea, Japan, and 
China have also been developing frameworks to increase cooperation, but challenges remain. Yet, 
trilateral cooperation and the intra-regional cooperation with Southeast Asia are both essential for 
the emergence of South Korea HEI. 
 The challenge for Korean higher education is to continue to collaborate with the U.S. for positive 
outputs while expanding its multi-dimensional and multi-faceted relationships within Asia. As 
one interviewee expounded, the “future of leading HE systems will depend on the success of 
collaboration with countries with emerging HE systems” (Administrator KHUA1).
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